William Dawson, Maryland 400 veteran 


William Dawson (?-1824) 


Private, First Maryland Regiment, 1776 
Private, Second Maryland Regiment, 1777-1780 


Dawson was born in the 1750s, possibly in Cecil County, Maryland. [1] On January 11, 1776, he 
enlisted as a private in Edward Veazey's Seventh Independent Company "on Bohemia Manor" in Cecil 
County. [2] He was five feet, eight inches tall. At the time he claimed to be age 21, putting his birth 
year as 1755, but later in his life, he said he was born in 1751 or 1752. [3] 


Many of those in the Seventh Independent Company were recruited from Kent, Cecil, and Queen Anne 
counties, and were in the twenties. [4] Overall, the average age was about twenty-five, but soldiers born 
in the thirteen colonies were slightly younger than those from foreign countries. [5] 


The independent companies, early in the war, had a different role than William Smallwood's First 
Maryland Regiment. They had the role of securing the Chesapeake Bay's shoreline from British attack. 
Smallwood's men, on the other hand, were raised as full-time Maryland soldiers as part of the 
Continental Army, and were divided between Annapolis and Baltimore. The Seventh Independent 
Company was stationed in Kent County's Chestertown and Queen Anne County's Kent Island. [6] 
During this time, Veazey was uneasy that they did not receive "arms nor ammunition" until June. [7] 


While the independent companies were originally intended to defend Maryland, three of them 
accompanied the First Maryland Regiment when it marched up to New York in July 1776. The transfer 
of the independent companies to the Continental Army showed that Maryland was more than willing to 
do its part to recruit the men needed for the revolutionary cause. [8] The independent companies and 
the First Maryland Regiment arrived in New York in early August, with the Battle of Brooklyn set 
between the Continental Army and the British Army, joined by their Hessian allies. 


Dawson served with his company at the Battle of Brooklyn in late August 1776. Along with the 
companies of Daniel Bowie and Peter Adams, which suffered heavy casualties, 68 percent of Veazey's 
company were killed or captured. Captain Veazey was killed while Second Lieutenant Samuel Turbett 
Wright and Third Lieutenant Edward De Coursey were captured. [9] As a result of Veazey's death, First 
Lieutenant William Harrison took charge of the company. After the battle, only 36 men remained out of 


the original force of over 100. [10] The loss of life confirmed the assessment of the British Parliament's 
Annual Register which described how "almost a whole regiment from Maryland...of young men from 
the best families in the country was cut to pieces" even as the battle brought the men of the Maryland 
400 together. [11] 


The Battle of Brooklyn, the first large-scale battle of the war, fits into the larger context of the 
Revolutionary War. If the Maryland Line had not stood and fought the British, enabling the rest of the 
Continental Army to escape, then the Continental Army would been decimated, resulting in the end of 
the Revolutionary War. This heroic stand gave the regiment the nickname of the Old Line and those 
who made the stand in the battle are remembered as the Maryland 400. 


Dawson survived the Battle of Brooklyn and was not taken prisoner. By the spring of 1777, the 
command of the Seventh Independent Company was uncertain since Wright and De Coursey were 
prisoners, Veazey had been killed, and Harrison had resigned. [12] As a result, the company, among 
with the other independent companies, became part of the Second Maryland Regiment. 


Dawson reenlisted in the Second Maryland Regiment in January 1777, joining Lieutenant John 
Hardman's company. He stayed a private, serving for a three year term from January 1777 until January 
10, 1780 when he was discharged. [13] During this time period, apart from becoming sick in February 
1778, he was present in the company and fought alongside his fellow soldiers. Years later, he recalled 
fighting at the battles of White Plains (1776), Brandywine (1777), and Monmouth (1778). [14] He 
possibly participated in the battles of Trenton (1776), Princeton (1777), White Marsh (1777), and 
Germantown (1777). He was discharged at what he called Wich's Farm in New Jersey, likely referring 
to Wick's House in Morristown, by Brigadier General Mordecai Gist. 


After the war, Dawson returned to Cecil County. On December 29, 1780, he married a woman named 
Elizabeth Graves, with the matrimony affirmed by minister William Thomson of an Episcopal Church 
in Elkton, Maryland. [15] By 1783, he was described as a pauper, living on the land, which was likely 
rented, with nine other inhabitants. [16] While Dawson was granted 50 acres of bounty land in Western 
Maryland after the war, it sat vacant. He may have felt with fellow veteran Mark McPherson who said 
the land, located in a remote mountainous area of Western Maryland, was "absolutely good for 

nothing . . . unfit for Cultivation." [17] In later years, Dawson lived in the Bohemia Manor area, Cecil 
County, Maryland, staying there until 1810, with his wife Elizabeth and one child. [18] In 1808, he 
petitioned the Maryland House of Delegates saying he had served in the Revolutionary War and prayed 
"to be placed on the pension list." [19] The House of Delegates endorsed his plea and in 1810, Dawson, 
a "meritorious soldier in the revolutionary war," in an "indigent situation" because of his old age, was 
paid the half pay of a private. [20] He was paid a state pension for years to come. 


Dawson moved from state to state over the next few years. In 1810, he was living in Glasgow, New 


Castle County, Delaware, with his wife and a young child. [21] Eight years later, he was living in New 
Castle's Pencader Hundred, in Delaware, just over the Maryland line. [22] Two years later, he moved 
back to Cecil County and settled in Elkton, Maryland. [23] 


In Dawson's 1820 application for his Federal veterans pension, he said that his wife was sixty years old 
and "infirm," just like himself. [24] Additionally, he noted that a young grandchild living with him 
whom also had to support. He also owned three dollars worth of farm animals (a cow and a calf) and 
was living in "reduced circumstances" with twenty dollars of debt. His "infirmities of old age," which 
had "disabled him in "his left arm and leg," led him to be classified as an "invalid." [25] Despite the 
fact that his discharge papers had been lost, his pension was granted in the fall of 1820. [26] 


Dawson's life after this point is unclear. While final payment vouchers say that payments to him ended 
in 1820, he did not die that year. [27] Instead, he died on July 11, 1824, and his state pension payments 
were sent to his administrator, Jane Dawson, possibly his second wife. [28] 


- Burkely Hermann, Maryland Society of the Sons of American Revolution Research Fellow, 2016. 
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